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Summary: “My name is Natsuki Subaru!” he tells her, and it comes out sounding like a 
scream. She doesn’t know him. She needs to know him. “Witchcult Cardinal of Sin, 
Archbishop of Pride, Natsuki Subaru!” “Cardinal—!” Emilia flings out her hand. Ice 
spears him through the chest. It doesn’t hurt, not really. Instead he’s swept away in a 
wave of rocking, undulating darkness—complete and all-encompassing relief. — 
Subaru wakes up. He stares at the wall. “What just—” He cuts himself off. Natsuki 
Subaru, Archbishop of Pride, average-everyday shut-in NEET, stares up at the ceiling. 
“What was that,” he says flatly to himself. Himself being the Archbishop of Pride. 
Himself being Subaru, a pathetic hermit crab of a human being. 


*Chapter 1*: Butterfly Dream 


They say that death is just like sleep. 


Natsuki Subaru, the Archbishop of Pride, thinks that’s bullshit. He’s died, like, A LOT, 
and none of it was like sleeping. Sleeping is a one-and-done, hit-the-pillow-and-you’re- 
out type thing. Death is long and protracted, even when you’re the one doing it to 
yourself. 


And now he’s going to die again! But it’s okay this time! It’s always okay, of course, but 
now it’s even more okay-er because he’s won. 


—Aren’t you proud of me? he thinks, maybe just a little bit completely hysterical. He’s 
proud of himself. Very, very proud. 


He watches Emilia wail. She’s crying and snarling, and Puck, floating over her 
shoulder, is smiling in a dangerous way. He knows the answer to his question. He 
knows that it’s no. 


He wants to cry, a little bit, in a desperate and irrational sort of way. It’s stupid. He’s not 
going to cry. As he watches her scream, the feeling fades, until it’s just lingering on the 
edges of that violent euphoria. 


He laughs, and once he starts he can’t stop. He laughs, he laughs, he laughs. “Watch 
me, Emilia,” he says. “See me, detest me, remember me.” 


“Who are you? Who in the world...are you...?” Emilia asks, trembling and shaking and 
silhouetted in fire. 


Pride stops laughing, but the desperate euphoria still licks at him. Or maybe that’s the 
fire. He is a little bit on fire. Oh, how it burns! Oh, how he burns! Tiger, tiger, burning 
bright! 


“My name is Natsuki Subaru!” he tells her, and it comes out sounding like a scream. 
She doesn’t know him. She needs to know him. “Witchcult Cardinal of Sin, Archbishop 
of Pride, Natsuki Subaru!” 


“Cardinal—!” Emilia flings out her hand. 

Ice spears him through the chest. It doesn’t hurt, not really. Instead he’s swept away in 
a wave of rocking, undulating darkness—complete and all-encompassing relief. He 
thinks, oh, maybe it is like sleep after all. 

—Subaru wakes up. 


He stares at the wall. “What did—’ He cuts himself off. 


Natsuki Subaru, Archbishop of Pride, average-everyday shut-in NEET, stares up at the 
ceiling. “What was that,” he says flatly to himself. Himself being the Archbishop of 
Pride. Himself being Subaru, a pathetic hermit crab of a human being. 


He raises his hand to his eyes. He blinks, and it’s a gravely sleep-filled blink. “Oh. That 
was...a dream?” 


Subaru trails off, blinking, then admits, “That’s disorienting.” 


That...was a dream, right? It didn’t feel like one. It felt like Subaru had been shunted 
into another world and had decided to destroy it all, just because he wanted to. And it 
felt like he’d died, and he’d woken up, and he’d been back in his room. Back here. 
Now. 


Maybe it wasn’t a dream. Maybe Subaru went through all that and then he died and he 
ended up here! 


Maybe this is an escape. A second chance. A do-over. 
Or maybe it’s just a dream. 


Yeah. That’s probably it. What are the chances, right? Subaru could never do all that. It 
was just a dream. 


There’s a word for that type of dream, Subaru thinks, but he can’t remember it. Who 
cares, anyway? It’s just a dream. Subaru can get bogged down by hypotheticals all he 
wants, and it won’t change things. 


Still, the dream gnaws at him. What if he’s someone else? What if he’s supposed to be 
flaming and angry and desperately uncaring, and now he’s just Subaru? 


He didn’t mind being so angry. It was almost nice. 


The deaths weren't fun, though. They were downright disturbing. Subaru suddenly 
does not want to die with a startling intensity. 


“| don’t normally dream of myself, either,” Subaru muses, trying to drive himself away 
from the topic of dying. He sits up in bed and looks around. 


He’d decided to take a nap, earlier, but it’s almost dark out now. He stares out at one 
streetlight. His cloudy window distorts it into a flare of white and watery rainbow edges. 
It reminds him of the girl in his dream—Emilia. He wanted her to know him. He wanted 
her to need him. 


A moth thunks against the glass pane. 


“Guess I'll head out to the convenience store.” Subaru stands up. He brushes the 
dream away, for now. 


Subaru blinks and rubs his eyes and everything is suddenly bright and noisy and 
different. 


Oh. 
“It’s just like my dream,” Subaru realises. 
No, that can’t be it. That’s impossible. But that’s exactly what it seems like, doesn't it? 


So the dream was real! Subaru was the Archbishop of Pride, and now he’s Subaru! — 
Wait, that doesn’t make much sense. But whatever! The point is that Subaru is Subaru 
and he’s in a fantasy world and he knows what’s going to happen! 


He can do whatever he wants! 


Subaru wanders around, spinning around to stare at everything he sees. It’s all so 
familiar. The last time he saw this, it was all burning down. 


He stops to pick up a stick. He holds it up and stares at it. This is the stick he killed 
people with, in his dreams. Huh. 


Subaru drops the stick like it burned him. He goes back to wandering. 


He sees an alley. “No thank you, Gods of Isekai,” he says, turning and hoofing it in the 
other direction. 


And then it’s back to wandering some more. 


After a few more minutes of staring around, open-mouthed, it occurs to Subaru that he 
should probably have a goal. He should probably have a plan. 


“Should | find Emilia, then? That’s what he was obsessed over,” Subaru muses to 
himself. “I wouldn’t want to go after someone else’s girl, but that was me, so I'd just be 
fulfilling his dreams.” 


Subaru pauses to look out at the city. He kind of has a second chance, here, right? 
Subaru should just do whatever his dream-self did, but better. 


Subaru doesn't really want to kill people, though. 


He’s not—he’s not a coward, or anything. His dream-self would totally be an asshole 
about Subaru not wanting to get his hands dirty. But Subaru is Subaru, and he does not 
want to kill anyone, thank you very much. So back off, dream-self! Subaru’s here to 
steal your girl! 


... subaru should focus. Right. He needs to make sure he keeps Emilia alive, and he 
needs to make sure he keeps himself alive, too. Subaru doesn’t know whether he has 
that weird return-by-death ability, and he really really doesn’t want to find out. 


He decides to tip off the guards, because that’s what worked in his dreams. After that, 
he'll head over to the loothouse, for first contact. 


Subaru looks at Emilia and the first words out of his mouth are, “Love at first sight.” 


Emilia is even more beautiful in his dreams. Her skin is pale and flawless; her hair is 
bright and shining silk-smooth. Her eyes are so kind, even as she looks at him in 
confusion and wariness. “Who are you?” 


Subaru grins. “I’m—” He stops. He doesn’t know how to introduce himself. He should 
go for something charming, right? He wants her to like him. He’d like her to love him. 
“I’m a foreigner, and I’m incredibly broke!” 


Emilia’s face creases in concern. She tilts her head and her hair falls in a gleaming 
silver waterfall. “I don’t know who you are, but | need to retrieve something important to 
me. Please don’t get in my way.” 


Subaru’s grin returns, full-force. “Your insignia, right, Emilia? | can help you out with 
that!” 


“How do you know my name?” Emilia asks sharply. 


Subaru’s grin widens. “Its my superpower! C’mon, let’s head on inside!” He knocks on 
the door, and when it opens Emilia follows him inside. 


The guards show up and get their asses handed to them. Subaru isn’t surprised. He 
sticks close to Emilia and tries his hardest not to get hurt. 


He doesn’t even have to speak up or stall or anything. The guards act as good canon 
fodder. They all die. 


Its— 


It’s terrifying. Subaru was not prepared for death. He wasn’t prepared for blood, 
splashed on his face, warm and wet. This wasn’t supposed to— 


No, this was supposed to happen. This was exactly Subaru’s plan. This was what he 
had to do to make sure that he and Emilia didn’t die. 


Too late for the guards but just in time for Subaru, Reinhard makes his entrance. 
Reinhard in Subaru’s dream was a blur of red and pristineness and loathing. Seeing 
him now, it makes sense. Reinhard is inhumanly beautiful. Subaru can see why he’d 
hate him. 


It'd be easy to fall into that hatred, really, but when Subaru looks at Reinhard, all he can 
see is Reinhard’s desperate, broken face. There’s no need to destroy Reinhard. That’s 
already happened. 


And besides, Reinhard’s insanely nice. Subaru would feel bad just sneezing on the 
man. Subaru wouldn’t want to hurt Reinhard, even if he could. 


“| hope all of you are okay,” Reinhard says, not taking his eyes off Elsa as he 
addresses Subaru and Emilia and Felt and Rom. 


“Right as rain!” Subaru chirps back. His hands are shaking a bit. Weird. He balls them 
into fists. 


Reinhard deals with Elsa easily. It’s just Subaru and Emilia, then, and he turns to her 
with a smile. 


“You saved my life,” Emilia says quietly. 

Subaru grins wider. “As such, | demand recompense!” 
Emilia draws away. “I can’t promise much,” she says. 
“Let me do it again.” 

Emilia tilts her head. “What?” 


“| want to keep you and your smile happy and safe and well,” Subaru says honestly. 
“Help me help you.” 


Emilia blinks. “Why?” 

Subaru’s smile falters. He glances down at his hands. “I’m being selfish,” he says, 
speaking the words slow enough to taste them individually. They taste like the truth. 
“It's more for me than for you.” 


“Why would you help me for yourself?” Emilia asks, uncomprehending. 


Subaru shrugs. “Helping a pretty lady like you would be a dream come true.” 


They say death is just like sleep. 

The Purge King, Natsuki Subaru, disagrees. Sleep is a battle and death is solace. 
His eyes bulge out and Ram’s grip around his throat tightens. His vision wavers. He 
can hear himself, breathing choked, raspy breaths, and then even those stop, and all 
he can hear is his own pounding heartbeat. 


Ram snarls and tightens her hold. 


His consciousness fades, fast, and he’s smiling dopily. He can see her. She’s a brilliant 
blur of red and white, and she looks beautiful, and she looks pathetic. 


He’s so ready to die. To rest. To be gone. There’s no reason for him to stay in this grey, 
grey world. 


Solace, he thinks, and the darkness comes quick and easy, and it’s nothing like falling 
asleep. 


Subaru wakes up. 
He stares blankly at the ceiling above him. “So it happened again, huh,” he says. 
Another dream. Another life. This one felt just as real. 


Subaru didn’t like this one as much. The last one was satisfying, in a way. Brutal and 
selfish, but it had a happy ending. It was energizing. He could learn from it. 


This one is...not that. 
All this dream had was violence and death and vicious, ugly grey. 


“Rem, Rem,” says a voice, from the foot of Subaru’s bed. Subaru flinches, hard, and 
he’s scrambling upright quickly. 


It's Ram. She’s bright red. She looks natural, surrounded by colors as she is. There’s 
something jarring about how not-jarring it is. Of course she looks natural surrounded by 
colors. That’s how colors work. Subaru slaps his cheeks, trying to shake away the 
vestiges of the dreams. 

“Ram, Ram,” chants Rem, right besides her. She too is colored—resplendent in blue. 
He should kill them both. 


“What?” Subaru croaks. “No.” He shakes his head. It’s just—it’s just an idle thought! He 
wouldn’t actually do it. It’s a leftover from his dreams. It'll fade soon. 


“Our guest likes to talk to himself,” Ram says. 

“Perhaps he’s never had friends to talk to,” Rem suggests. 
“Steer clear, sister. People like that are never good company.” 
“Yes, sister. You too, sister.” 


Subaru’s supposed to say something. It’s his line, now. Ram and Rem look at him 
expectantly. 


He supposed to say something, but all he can think of is— 


Kill them. Hold her down and let her struggle beneath you. Hold her down and listen to 
her gasp, watch her throat flex beneath your hand, feel her pulse pound slower slowly 
slower, her hands scrabble weaker weakly weak, her eyelashes fluttering beautiful red 
blood red, her breath heaving stuttering still still still kill her. Kill her. Kill her. 


“|—” Subaru can’t say anything. His eyes are fixed on Rem. She’s so bright. She’d kill 
him. She’s a threat. She'll die if he doesn’t do anything. 


Emilia opens the door. 


“You keep staring at Ram’s sister and Ram,” hisses Ram, looming near Subaru with 
her huge gardening shears. “Perverted Barasu.” 


Subaru takes a few steps away. He bites his lip and grins at the same time. The 
expression is awkward but he can’t stop either action. Embarrassing. “Trust me, it’s not 
what you’re thinking of.” 


Ram’s one visible eye flashes dangerously. She’s glaring at him. How dare she? How 
dare she look at him like that? 


He should pluck out her eye. She won't be able to do anything, then. She’d be 
helpless, and the gaping cavern left behind would be such a pretty dark red. 


Subaru shakes his head, hard. The thoughts won’t go away. Why won’t they go away? 
They should be gone by now, right? 


Subaru boxes up the thoughts and shoves them into a dark corner of his mind. “I’m 
going to—l’m going to go trim that hedge,” he says, pointing in a random direction. He 
hurries away before he receives a response. 


Subaru is having trouble sleeping. He knows he should sleep, but he can’t. He stays 
awake. 


He doesn’t want to fall asleep. What if Rem attacks when he falls asleep? What if Ram 
decides to express her anger in a different way? What if they kill him? 


It's not paranoia. Rem attacked him multiple times in Subaru’s dreams, and those 
dreams were real, so she did really attack him—kill him—multiple times. This isn’t 
paranoia. Subaru not letting himself sleep is a perfectly normal response. 


And it’s not like Subaru can fall asleep, anyways. There’s some sort of insect in his 
room, he thinks. It’s fluttering around and bumping into things and making an awful 
racket, and Subaru can’t sleep like that. He’s almost grateful for it. He startles at its 
every sound, and it jolts him out of the sleep haze he’d fallen into. 


Really, staying awake is definitely the smarter option. And so that’s what Subaru does. 
He stays awake and he doesn’t fall asleep, and he doesn’t fall vulnerable, and he 
doesn’t dream. 


He he could talk to Beako, or maybe he could take to Roswaal. Both of them occur to 
Subaru. He could tell them why his skin looks bruised and why there are shadows 
under his eyes and why he’s being so snappish. 


And then he immediately crumples up those options and tosses them out of the 
proverbial window, because hell no! He’s not talking to Beako. She’s crazy and weak. 
He’s not talking to Roswaal, either, because he’s crazy and strong. 


—what, Emilia? He should talk to Emilia? Hah! Yeah, right. 


Subaru lasts almost a week. 
Rem dies. What a surprise. 


Ram will come and kill him, he knows. Great! That’s great. That’s what he gets for 
letting Rem die. This was definitely the smarter choice, though, ‘cause Rem is a 
psychopath and Subaru isn’t going to deal with that. 


Subaru also doesn’t want to die. God, he doesn’t want to die. Please. He’s not above 

begging. He’s died so many times—in his dreams, sure, and maybe that isn’t quite the 
same thing as dying IRL, but he definitely doesn’t want to die again. He’s not going to 

run away, either. He doesn’t want to go down those paths. 


Subaru needs to stay with Emilia, and he doesn’t want to die. 


He grabs a knife. His dreams are coming in handy, again. He’s got a cheat sheet: he 
knows Ram’s strengths and weaknesses and he knows exactly where to hit her where 
it hurts. He knows the words to say to get her to crumple into a ball, to make her 


scream, to make her sob, to make her grab him and hold him down and keep him there 
until he’s dead and she'll be dead soon, too. 


He bolts. He runs outside, where the dogs will be. They won’t be attracted to him 
because he doesn’t smell like the witch, and so he’ll have time. 


He'll have an excuse, too. The dogs got her. Win-win! 


“Where are you?” Ram hisses, stalking through the woods. She looks tiny and red and 
rabid. Her face is streaked with tears, Subaru knows, even though he can’t see her. 
“Where are you, murderer? Where are you?” 


Subaru knows that she’s already found him. He knows that her omniscience works that 
way. He knows she can see him, straddling a tree branch above her head. He knows 
she can see the rock in his hands. 


“Did you want this to happen?” he asks her. His voice comes out steady and hoarse 
and practiced. It is practiced, isn’t it? He’s done this before, right? He’s Natsuki Subaru, 
the Purge King. He’s Natsuki Subaru, Archbishop of Pride. He can kill one monster, 
easy. 


Ram’s breath hitches. He can see the rise and the fall of her chest stop. 


“You were happy when your horn broke,” Subaru whispers. He doesn’t raise his voice. 
She’ll hear him. 


Ram is frozen in place. 

Final blow. Do it. Finish her! “You could have protected her, if you had it.” 

Ram’s eyes widen. 

In one smooth movement, Subaru pushes the rock out and away from himself. 

It plummets onto Ram. She crumples. 

She’s limp and dead on the ground and she looks like a tossed-away doll, pretty and 
perfect on the messy, messy forest floor. He scrambles down the tree and doesn’t care 


about the way his hands get scratched and dirty, red and brown. 


Ram is recovering already, getting her hands underneath her and trying to lift herself 
up. Her hair is matted with blood. 


For one second, Subaru stands over her. He’s got the knife in his hands. They’re 
shaking so hard he thinks he’s going to drop it. That’d be embarrassing, wouldn't it? 


Ram looks up, on her knees. She looks at him. She looks straight into his eyes. “You 
can't do it,” she hisses. 


Yes. He should do it. Kill her. Watch her blood spill out on the leaves, watch her organs 
slither and uncoil and steam on the ground, watch her scrabble and panic and writhe 
and scream and sob and cry and die and die and die and die. 


Kill her. 


He raises the knife and brings it down, stabbing her in the shoulder. She sputters and 
hisses, feral and rattling. She isn’t screaming. He pulls it free with a wet sound. She 
falls back to the ground, facefirst. He raises it up. Brings it down. She makes a choked- 
off sound. He pulls it free again. Down. Again. Down. 


And again and again and again and again and then she’s screaming, guttural, and 
again and again and again and again and again and— 


—at some point, she stops. 


A while later, he stops, too. 
He’s panting. He was probably screaming, too. He killed her. He killed her. 


She’s dead. Look at her. It’s just like his dream. She’s bathed in red, and in the 
darkness, everything else is grey. 


Her back isn’t covered by cloth. It isn’t covered by skin, either. It’s just meat. There’s no 
other word for it—it’s flesh and blood and it’s all chopped and slashed and it looks like 
she’s been mauled by a wild animal. It’s just meat. 


She’s not breathing. He steps away from her. 


“It's not my fault, really,” Subaru says, with the bloody knife clenched between his 
hands. “It’s Rem’s fault. If she hadn’t died, | wouldn’t have had to do this.” 


Yes, that’s right, that’s right. He just did what he had to, he just killed her, killed her. 
Look at her, limp and red and dead. He did that. He had to. There was no other way. 
He was just following the dreams. It was fate. 


—Hah! Excuses, excuses! Rationalisations! Subaru wasn’t supposed to be like this. 
Her blood is on his hands. He just killed a girl. So why is he laughing He’s Subaru, 
right? Not the Purge King. Not the Archbishop of Pride. Yet here he is, laughing in a 
dark, grey world. 


“No,” Subaru chokes out. He drops the rock. The dogs bark in the distance. “I—I need 
to go.” 


The hounds’ baying sounds like laughter, too. 


“Subaru?” Emilia asked, worried and concerned. Subaru wonders whether the concern 
is for him. He thinks, Probably not. “Where’s Ram? Is she...is she okay?” 


Subaru can’t look at her eyes. “She’s....” He swallows. “The...the dogs got her.” 
Emilia pales. “She—she’s—?” 


Puck swirls around above her shoulder. “Deep breaths, Emilia,” he soothes. “Subaru. 
Tell us what happened.” 


Subaru’s arms cross. He’s hugging himself. The compression feels calming. It’s 
pathetic. “She—I—I thought she might—but the dogs—” 


He killed her. Subaru killed her. It wasn’t the dogs laughing over her corpse. 
—Subaru can’t—he can’t focus. This wasn’t supposed to happen. 


No. It was supposed to happen. He just wants to pretend that it wasn’t, because he 
wants to pretend that he’s better than this. 

Subaru did what he had to. He did what he was supposed to. He should own up to it! 
Shout it from the depths of hell! Laugh and rattle his chains! 


“You ran away from her and the dogs attacked her?” Puck guesses. 
Subaru giggles. His eyes widen and he clasps his hands over his mouth, terrified. His 
hands are wet and cold with blood. He’s still laughing. It’s a raw, painful sound. He 


sounds insane. 


Puck grimaces. “Right. Emilia, we’re going to have to deal with the dogs alone. This 
one’s useless.” 


“Don’t be mean, Puck,” Emilia scolds emptily. 


Puck just makes a mrrpt sound and dives away. Emilia follows, with only one glance 
back at Subaru. 


His mouth tastes like Ram’s blood. 


They say death is just like sleep. 


Natsuki Subaru, husband of Natsuki Rem, father of Natsuki Rigel and Natsuki Spica, 
hopes that’s not true. 


He’s too calm to be delirious, even though his musings now are of the dangerous, 
slippery sort. He’s sitting in a rocking chair. Rem is already dead. She’s been dead for a 
few days. He’s going to die too, he knows. It will be soon. 


Sleep is a restless little thing, Subaru knows. It’s lying awake and trying desperately to 
move and being frozen in place. It’s closing his eyes tight so that he’ll only hear the 
screaming in his ears and not see the corpse slumped on the floor beside his bed. It’s 
jolting awake and wondering whether he was ever asleep in the first place. It’s 
paralysis, and exhaustion, and wanting to succumb but being unable to. 


The deaths he remembers were always desperate beasts. They were trying to move 
and being unable to because his limbs won't listen. They were blood in his ears and in 


his mouth and in his eyes and pounding out-out-out of his veins. They were wanting, 
begging not to succumb. He didn’t want to die. 


This death will be different. It won’t be desperate. He’s happy. He’ll go peacefully. 
Calmly. Soon. One or two days, maybe. He needs to say goodbye. 


His fingers tap at the chair’s arm—restless. 


Ah. He stills them. He can hear Spica and Rigel rummaging around in the house. He 
doesn’t want to die. 


He’s a coward. He can’t face his death with his eyes wide and seeing. He closes his 
eyes, and he’s gone. 


Subaru wakes up. 

The dream didn’t match with what’s happened very well, this time. 
Subaru is suddenly exhausted. 

He stares limply at the ceiling. “Sorry, Rem,” he whispers. 


He could have been happy with Rem. He could have been happy with Rem, and he’d 
killed her. He’d let her die. He should have died. 


He needs to run. He needs to get out of here. He can’t stay here. He can’t do this. He 
can’t he can’t he can’t he can’t. He doesn’t want to die. 


“Subaru,” says Emilia, looking at him calmly. She doesn’t smile at him. He can’t 
remember the last time she smiled at him. “I have a request for you.” 


“Fire away,” says Subaru. He shoots her finger-guns. He’s drinking in the sight of her 
like she’s something that'll be taken away soon. It’s stupid. She’s already been taken 
away, twice—thrice? Subaru doesn’t quite know to count all this. 


“Please stay here,” Emilia says. Her voice is so soft and sweet. Bell-like. Pure. It was 
pure when she lied to him, too. It was beautiful when she killed him. He wonders 
whether it sounded so pretty when she died for the last time, many years ago. 


“You got it.” Subaru nods. Emilia nods back, then leaves. 


Subaru stays there, and he plans how he’s going to leave. 


They go back to the mansion, before long. The trip is easy. Subaru spends most of the 
time sitting outside the carriage, breathing in the air. He’s tired. He’s still not sleeping. 
His skin feels fragile and his bones ache like they’re going to snap. He’s free from the 
pains of age, though. That's nice. 


Insects flutter through and around the grasses as they pass. Grasshoppers, ladybugs, 
spiders, dragonflies, and more. He can’t remember their names. 

There are some of those pretty, beautiful bugs. The—the flappy ones—the delicate 
ones. What are they called? 


He’d catch them with Rigel and Spica, when they were little, and Rem would watch and 
laugh. 


No, he dreamed that he’d catch them. That can’t happen, now. 


Rem’s dead. He killed her. Own it, Subaru! Her blood is on his hands. If he wants to get 
rid of it, he’ll just have to wash it off, right? He’d need an ocean, but he could do it. 


Oh, what’s this? There aren’t any oceans in this world? 
Guess he’s out of luck. 


—Subaru’s just rubbing it in. He’s just torturing himself with these thoughts. There’s 
nothing he can do, right? These thoughts are useless. Pathetic. They don’t make 
sense. 


“Emilia,” Subaru says. 

Emilia sets down her fork and drags her gaze up from her food. Subaru cooked it. He’s 
a pretty good cook, now. He can remember getting better. He can remember cooking 
for an entire family, and he can remember cooking well. 

He’s the only cook. Emilia picks at his food. She looks so young, now. Like a little baby. 
She’s helpless on her own. He can’t leave her behind. He’s not that—that—what’s the 
word? Heartless! “What is it, Subaru?” she asks. 

“Do you want to go on a vacation?” 

Emilia blinks. “What?” 

“You’ve been working a lot,” says Subaru. “You should take a few days off.” 


Emilia tilts her head. “Like...going to the village?” 


Subaru shakes his head. “No. That'd be stressful. You need to get away from stress, or 
else you'll get wrinkles.” 


“Beautiful Lia would never get wrinkles,” proclaims Puck, fuzzing into existence over 
Emilia’s shoulder. “But Subaru is right, Lia. You need to get some air.” 


“But...where would we go?” Emilia asks, sweet and concerned and doe-eyed. 


“| Knooooow a place,” warbles Roswaal, setting down his fork. “Perhaps we caaaan 
head over theeeere tomorrow.” 


Subaru spins his own fork between his hands. He hasn’t been eating much. He’s more 
used to chopsticks, after Kararagi. That’s the only reason. “Let’s head over there 


tonight!” he suggests. He’s probably supposed to be cheerful here, or something. He 
doesn't feel like doing that. 


“Tonight?” Emilia echoes. 


“Tonight,” Subaru repeats. He’s forgetting something, maybe, but whatever. He needs 
to get Emilia out of here, and safe. That's all he cares about. That’s his goal. 


He’s not running away again. He’s running towards something. There’s definitely a 
difference. 


Just like there’s a difference between—between rationalisations! And excuses! Right? 
Definitely! 


Subaru’s thoughts are a little bit—a little bit—what’s the word? Scattered? Muddled? 
Foggy? They don’t go in the right places. They’re not doing the right things. There’s a— 
there’s a—disconnect. 


“| have no objections,” says Roswaal. He’s smiling at Subaru. 


Subaru is definitely forgetting something. Someone. Somewhere, somehow, someone. 
One? Or is it more? Maybe there’s two things he’s forgetting. Yes. That sounds right. 


Subaru looks away. 


They say death is just like sleep. 
Natsuki Subaru, contractor of the Witch of Greed, thinks that’s not true. 


Admittedly, he lacks experience with sleep. Comparatively, his time awake far 
outnumbers his time asleep. He’d forget to sleep for a few decades at a time. 


He holds the knife up to his throat. His hands are shaking a bit. He can’t remember the 
last time he slept, and that’s probably why. It’s annoying, but there’s nothing he’s going 
to do about it. 


“37,292,039,” he says. His voice is smooth and calm and toneless. He’s not bothering 
to fake any emotion anymore. What would be the point? “Satella, you can’t be this 
stubborn forever.” 


He pushes it up, quick. He falls to the floor. His consciousness fades, blinks, and then 
he’s sitting up again, knife to his throat. 


37,292,040. Death is nothing like sleep. Sleep is a wasted opportunity. Death is the 
reversal of one. “Don’t you agree?” 


No one answers. 
He’d know the answer anyways. He knows her just as well as he knows everyone else. 
He knew she would get bored eventually. He knew it, and he ignored it. He blinded 


himself. 


He stabs himself again. He knows exactly how to do it so that it’s as quick as possible. 
It hurts. It always does. 


Blink. 37,292,041. 
He loathed them all, a little bit, for being so stupid. So helpless. So blind. Yet he was 
just as willfully blind one. He let himself pretend that it was perfect—that she’d wake 


up, and it'd be perfect. Idiotic. 


| love you, whispers Satella. 


It's not her love he wants. Subaru admits it to himself, quietly, within his own mind. No 
one can hear what he’s thinking, but he’s long since broken the habit of speaking his 
thoughts aloud. 


Blink. 37,292,042. 

He can’t loathe himself. He did. He’s too tired, now. He just wants it to end. 
Blink. 

Subaru wakes up. 


The dreams don’t match at all any more. The lives don’t match up. How far has Subaru 
deviated? 


He’s hit with a burning wave of weariness. It cascades down his spine and curls at his 
fingers and he lays there, blankly. The exhaustion is deep, deeper than his bones. 
Subaru is too tired to yawn. He wants to cry, suddenly, but no tears come. 


So there’s a threat in the Sanctuary. That’s what this dream was about. For a moment, 
Subaru can only lay in bed. He’s so, so tired. He wants it to be over. 


What’s the point? 


Does he have to save them? No. There’s no them. Does he have to save Emilia? She’s 
the only one left, really. Ram’s dead. Rem’s dead. He killed them both. The villagers 
are dead, too, undoubtedly. They’ve been slain by Petelgeuse. Frederica and Petra 
and Otto didn’t even have a chance to be involved. Garfiel won’t get aggressive, not yet 
—he’s too shell-shocked by Ram’s death. There’s no reason to do anything, is there? 


Is he forgetting someone? 
Yeah. He’s forgetting a lot of things. 


Subaru rakes through his memories. All of them—his dreams and his waking life. It’s 
hard to tell the difference. 


Emilia is everything, everything—gone—broken—here. Rem is killed, killed—died— 

hates him—yes, she’s dead, and it’s because of him. Ram is dead—broken—dead— 
broken—he broke and killed her, too. Beako... she was never here—he killed her, he 
killed her—she hates him. He probably killed her, then, too. 


What is the threat, then? 
The rabbits? 


They’re only attracted to his return-by-death. He’s died so many times, but he’s never 
used it, has he? He can remember that much. He can remember death. He doesn’t 
want to die. He doesn’t want to die. He doesn’t want to die. He doesn’t care. Yes, he 
doesn’t want to die. 

Echidna? 


She’s not going to do anything. She can’t do anything. She’s stuck in her screensaver- 
perfect world, her and her silver hair-clip in a shape with a name Subaru can’t 
remember. Subaru knows that very, very well. Subaru knows her very, very well. 


There’s no need to do anything, then. He can wait. It'll end, eventually. They’re safe 
here. There’s nothing for him to do. 


“You don’t have to stay here,” Emilia says quietly. It’s dark out. Puck is sleeping. 


Subaru smiles. It’s a perfect smile. He’s so tired. “Why shouldn't |?” 


“You can leave. You can go any time you want.” Emilia’s hands are clenched on the 
railing. They’re on a bridge. They’ve been in the Sanctuary for a week. Emilia’s been 
taking the trial for two days. 

Subaru knows what she’s seeing. She’s told him already, in eager tones, clinging onto 
him, looking up at him with glossy purple eyes. She told him all of it. She told him how 


he saved her. She hasn't told him any of it in this life, though, and he really doesn’t 
care. 


Subaru knows he should probably say something about doing anything for her. About 
staying for her. But it’s—it’s exhausting. And he’s run from her more often than not, 
right? She betrayed him, he left her, he broke her. It’s all the same thing. He doesn’t 
really care. “I could,” he says instead. He wonders if she'll beg. 


“Exactly,” Emilia says, her voice trembling. “You should leave. You shouldn’t be 
dragged down by us. Find something else to do.” 


Subaru stares at her. She’s pale and wane in the moonlight. She’s shaking and small 
and she won't look at him, won’t meet his eyes. It’s so different from what he’s used to. 
Even when she’s broken or terrified or needy, she’d always look at him. She’d always 
need him. 


Ah. He’s done nothing to make her need him, this time. All he’s done is killed Rem and 
Ram, and now he’s gotten her trapped here, too. He’s the burden, this time. 


Subaru laughs. It comes out light, like she’s just told a funny joke. “Okay,” he says. “Ta- 
ta, Emilia.” 


Emilia looks up. She meets his eyes and he can read the surprise in them. Maybe she 
wanted him to encourage her. Maybe she wanted him to beg. 


How cute. He doesn’t need her. Not now. 
He doesn’t need anyone. 


Subaru turns around and leaves. 


“You,” snarls Garfiel. “You killed her.” 


Subaru had guessed wrong, then. He’d thought that Garfiel wouldn’t act. Too bad. 
“Hey, Garf,” he says, tired. 


“You killed her,” Garfiel repeats. His form is distorting. His eyes are bright in the 
darkness. “Yer the reason they’re tryna’ remove the barrier, too.” 


“You’re going to blame me for your problems? Jeez, get a grip,” Subaru grouses. He 
takes a few steps back. 


Garfiel snarls again, less human and more tiger. “Shut yer fucking mouth.” He 
crouches. 


Subaru looks at him. “Are you going to kill me?” he asks. 

Garfiel—pauses, for a moment. Hesitates. He’s a little kid. 

Subaru turns and bolts. 

Garfield lunges, his feet pounding on the ground behind Subaru. His breath is hot. 
Subaru trips. 


He rolls. 


Garfiel skids to a stop. 


Subaru stands up and brushes himself off. He's bruised and aching—same as always. 
He turns and looks at Garfiel, who’s stopped, a hair's breadth from Subaru. 


Garfiel prowls along the barrier’s edge, his tail lashing back and forth. “What’s wrong, 
kitty cat,” Subaru taunts, monotone, rote. “Too afraid to leave your porch?” 


The tiger’s teeth flash. It'd be intimidating if Subaru didn’t feel so far away. 


Subaru looks at him. Garfiel is terrified of the outside. It’s a deep, primal fear. 
Instinctual, at this point. The instincts don’t just bleed one way, Subaru knows. “See ya, 
Garfiel,” he says, turning and walking away. 


They say death is like sleep. 


Natsuki Subaru, not “Natsuki Subaru” but certainly still a Subaru, really wants to know if 
that’s true. Really. 


It's another patch. He needs to know. He needs to know so that way he'll be “Natsuki 
Subaru,” for sure. 


Well, he has died many times, if he counts the books. But he doesn’t. They’re not the 
final step. 


“We’re almost there!” he says eagerly. He grins. He’s so ready. He’s fantasized about 
this day so much. “Aren’t you happy?” 


“Of course, Subaru!” Emilia says, smiling back. 


He’s fantasized about it so much that he’s practically hallucinated it. In exact detail, 
over and over again—he kills himself, and then he wakes up a few rooms over. 


He wakes up, and he’s Natsuki Subaru, not “Natsuki Subaru.” 


He knows he’s not really waking up, though, because he still knows who he is when he 
“wakes up”. Waking up from sleep, which is the real wakes up, is different. When he 
wakes up from sleep, he’s she or them or her or him or that one or it or hey, you. He’s 
not Natsuki Subaru. 


So it’s—it’s not a dream, and it’s not real. Subaru doesn’t really know what that means, 
so he decides to stop thinking about it. 


“Subaru?” Beako prompts. 
“Focus, Barasu,” Ram huffs sharply. 


“Right, jeez, I’m focusing,” Subaru agrees aloud. He can’t be actually annoyed, though. 
He’s finally doing it! He can finally be “Natsuki Subaru!” 


They’re all waiting for Subaru. All of them—Emilia, Beako, Roswaal, Meili, Otto, Ram, 
Julius, Anastasia, Garfiel, everyone everyone everyone. They’re all watching him. 


Here at the tower, with the books of the dead. He’s back here. He returned here with 
Shaula and the others so that he could read all the books and patch it all together. 


Shaula was a little concerned about going back to the tower—just a little reticent—but 
he had a talk and convinced her and it’s all fine now. She’s smiling at him now. 


“Do whatever makes you happy, Master!” Shaula chirps smoothly when she sees him 
looking at her. He flashes her a thumbs-up. 


“You know, Shaula, | don’t think I’ve said this before. Thanks for all your support,” 
Subaru says sincerely. “You are aggravating at times.” 


“A compliment, followed immediately by an insult?” Shaula gasps. “Master is too cruel! 
That’s okay, though! I’ll take whatever Master gives me.” 


“See, that’s what I’m talking about,” Subaru grouses. 

“Don’t be mean, Subaru,” Emilia scolds. 

“Back off!” Shaulua says. “Master can say whatever he wants.” 

“Ignore their squabbling, | suppose,” Beako huffs. 

Subaru laughs. “A-okay! I'll stop keeping you guys waiting.” 

“Finally,” mutters Julius. 

“Onii-san is so slow,” Meili agrees. 

Subaru sticks his tongue out at both of them. 

He uses his whip. He wraps it around his neck like a noose and then ties it up on the 
top of the bookshelf and then kicks away his stack of books—all ones he’s read before 
—and then he dangles there. 

He’s delighted! Finally, it’s time! They're all watching him! They look so eager. Their 
faces freeze and their voices pause and it’s just raspy breathing and his own pounding 
pulse and he’s happy, please, this has to work, he’s done this so many times, why 
won't this work? why won't it did he do something wrong? Is he not enough? Please /'m 
just trying to get him back love me love me love me the way you love him please let me 
go back don’t make me wake up again | want to be him | want to be— 

Natsuki Subaru dies achingly aware of who he is. It’s not like sleep at all. 

Subaru wakes up. 

He’d fallen asleep, then. 


Oh. He’d been trying not to do that. He failed. 


“Subaru is forgetting something, | suppose,” says a voice. Subaru turns his head, 
slowly. 


Oh. 
Yes, that’s who he’s forgotten. 


Subaru stares at her for a while longer. She’s frozen in place. He thinks about sitting 
up. He thinks about it a lot. He really, really, really thinks about it. 


He sits up. 

He gets out of bed. 

He walks over to the door and opens it and steps into the hallway. 

The mansion is silent. He’s the only one here, kind of. Almost. A little bit. 


He stops in front of one window and stares out of it. The smoke from the village has 
long been gone. It took months to burn out. 


Well. He can still see the smoke, now. He can’t look away. It’s a dark smudge on his 
vision. 


Subaru’s hands shake. He lifts them up. He can see them in the corners of his eyes. 
He thinks about looking at them, at looking away from that dark smudge that isn’t there. 


He looks at his hands. He wonders whether they’re shaking because he’s hungry or if 
it's because he’s tired. He keeps forgetting to eat. 


He hasn’t been sleeping very well at night. It’s not really a surprise. He’s probably 
sleeping, at some point, he thinks. He read somewhere that people die without sleep. 
Subaru isn’t dead. Probably. Yeah, he isn’t. Death wouldn’t be this—empty. 

He stares ahead and tries not to think. 

There are faces, watching him. They’re all frozen—dead. He passes one, cold and 
silent, and another, bloody-backed, and another, twisted and broken, and another, 


burnt, and burnt, and burnt, and eaten, and there are so many of them, and they’re all 
completely still. 


Except for one, following behind him, close at his heels. 


Subaru doesn’t know how long he’s been haunting the halls of this mansion. It has to 
have been a while, though, because when he lifts his shirt he can see his every rib, and 
he’s so, so, so tired. He wants to sleep, but he can’t. 


What is he doing here? Subaru doesn’t know. There was something he was supposed 
to be doing. He’s supposed to have a goal. 


What is that goal? 


Living with Emilia? Finding color? Not running away with Rem? Not taking Echidna’s 
deal? Being “Natsuki Subaru’? 


He’s done all that, hasn’t he? 

Has he? 

Yeah. Probably. Maybe. He forgets. 

What's he supposed to be doing, then? 

Sleeping? No. He doesn’t want to sleep. He doesn’t want to dream. He wants to rest. 
He’s failed at all that, hasn’t he? 


Everything feels hazy. Subaru’s thoughts feel sluggish. And loud. They’re much much 
much too loud. Too loud and he just—can’t they shut up? Won’t they shut up? 


He'll shut them up. 
He wants to sleep. 


He raises his fist. He stops before he knocks. He stares at the door. He grabs the 
doorknob and pushes the door open. 


“Hey there, you, Beako,” Subaru says. 


“You.” Beatrice doesn’t look up. She’s staring at a book. It’s blank, Subaru knows. “Why 
are you here, | suppose?” 


“Fate is woven by the stars,” Subaru says, taking listing steps towards her. He stops 
and sways a bit in place. He puts one hand out to brace himself. “Maybe it’s woven by 
the constellations. | know which chose mine, Subaru.” 


Beatrice puts down her book. She looks up at him. Both of her. 


Her eyes have butterflies in them. 


“Ah.” Subaru smiles. “Butterflies. That’s the missing link. They say death is like sleep. 
Rest, like a reset.” 


“You're insane, in fact.” Beatrice stands up. She walks over to him. 

Subaru falls to his knees. 

Beatrice puts her hand up, like she’s going to cast a spell. 

Subaru’s smile grows. It’s a sloppy expression. His eyes burn. “I’ve never Returned by 
Death,” he tells her, conspiratorially. “I’ve never died. They say death is like sleep, if 
you’re Natsuki Subaru.” 


He leans into her hand. 


Death isn’t like sleep because he doesn’t wake up. 


